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LARGE DAMS - AT WHOSE CO STAND FOR WHOSE BENEFIT.

T h e  experience  w ith  large dam s In India, o n ce  prom oted a s  the  “tem p le  o f m odern  India”, has  

b een  fa r from  positive. W id esp read  report o f environm ental d am ag e , social disruption, econom ic  

unviability, poor perfo rm ance and  inequalities in distribution o f benefits, have  p lagued the  

construction o f  th e s e  dam s even  as  their prom oters try desp era te ly  to  pro ject th em  as  

d eve lo p m en t m iracles.

Environm ental im pacts have  included, upstream  (including re s e rv o ir): (1) soil erosion; (2) 

m icro-clim atic changes; (3 ) loss o f forests, flora, and  fauna; (4) ch an g es  in floral and  faunal 

d ensity  an d  diversity; (5) ch an g e in fisheries, especially on spaw ning grounds; (6 ) chain  effects  

o n  catch m en t a re a  d u e  to  construction, d isplacem ent, etc.; (7 ) landslips, siltation and  sed im en

tation; (8) b reed ing  o f vectors in reservoir and  increase in related d iseases; (9) seism icity; (10) 

loss of non-fo rest land; (11) w a te r logging around reservoir; and  (1 2 ) grow th o f w eeds .

*

D o w n stream  (including  com m and a rea ): (1) w a te r logging and salinity; (2 ) reduced  w a te r flow  

a n d  deposition in river, w ith related im pacts on aquatic  ecosystem , flora and  fau n a; (3) micro- 

clim atic changes; (4 ) flash floods; (5) salt-w ater ingress a t  river m outh; (6 ) changes in coastal 

ecosystem  (e .g ., m angroves); (7 ) loss o f land  fertility along river; and  (8 ) vecto r b reed ing  and  
increase  in related d iseases.



Social disruption, d u e  to  d isp lacem ent of people from  th e  subm erged  a reas , is even  m ore  

horrifying. M illions (n o  accura te  estim ate is availab le) o f people, a  m ajority o f th em  a lread y  poor 

and  disprivileged, h a v e  b een  uprooted an d  further im poverished. A  large n u m b er o f servants, 

beggars, sw eepers , an d  other m em bers  o f th e  “developm ent refuggee". O n ly  recently  h a v e  m ajor 

im provem ents b een  m ad e  in th e  rehabilitation policies, but a  vast m ajority o f oustees  rem ain  

outs ide th e  sco p e  o f such im provem ents.

A n d  w h a t a re  a ll th e s e  costs for? D o the  benefits justify them ? A gain , shockingly, the  

g o vernm ent h as  n e v e r m ad e  com prehensive evaluation of th e  perform ance o f large dam s. 

W h a te v e r ev id en ce  is ava ilab le , suggests th at perform ance has often been so  poor th a t th e  dam s  

m ay not b e  econom ically  viable.

T h is  is not to  s a y  th a t th e re  h a v e  been no benefits. C learly , irrigation and  pow er generation  

have  greatly  he lped  Ind ia’s  developm ental process. B ut even th e s e  benefits h ave  b een  soured  

by the  realisation th a t m ost gains are  cornered by large farm ers, industrialists, an d  urban  

consum ers, w h ile  th e  poor g et left out. D a m s  have  often increased th e  inequalities p resent in our 

society.

A ll this points to  th e  critical n eed  to  through re -assessm ent o f all past an d  proposed dam s, 

from  environm ental, social, econom ic, and  equity points o f view . It a lso  indicates that the  tim e for 

m o re  decentra lised , sm aller sca lea lte m ativesh aveco m e-th ese in c lu d ew ate rsh ed  m anagem ent, 

dryland farm ing, drip irrigation, ra inw ater harvesting, an d  m any others that w e re  traditionally in 

practice, o r w h ich  a re  being new ly developed and used by com m unities a ll o ver India.

A S H IS H  K O TH A R I

The Voice From Narmada

E xcerp t fro m  T h e  1991  R igh t L ivelihood A w ard  A c c ep tan ce  s p eech  b y  M e d h a  P a tk a r for 

th e  N a rm a d a  B a c h a o  A n d o la n ’

M o re  th a n  o n e  h u n d red  an d  fifty thousand p eo p le  in an d  around  th e  bountiful an d  

p eacefu l v a lle y  o f  N a rm a d a  a re  fo rced  to  ra is e  a  struggle o f life  an d  d e a th . T h e y  h a v e  d ec la red  

a  to ta l oppo sitio n  to  th e ir u p roo tm ent an d  to  its root c a u s e , th e  S a rd a r S a ro v a r pro ject. T h e y  

a re  trib a ls  an d  p o o r peop le, fa rm e rs  an d  labourers, fish erm en  an d  fo re s t p ro d u ce  g atherers , 

sm all en te rp rise rs  a n d  a rtisan s , belonging  to  a b o u t 2 5 0  com m unities . T h e y  a re  un ited  through  

th e  g e n e ra tio n s  b y  th e  rich hab ita t, th e  N a rm a d a  V a lle y , an d  n o w  b y  sh arin g  a n d  unprec 

e d e n te d  castastrophy.

The figh t has not been an easy one. The tribal people have had to w a lk  dow n hundreds 
o f k ilom eters crossing rugged m ountain ranges, and men and a lso  w om en com e ou t on the 
s tree ts  fo r p ro test actions and m ass-politics hitherto unkown to them . Later they  w e re  taken 
as a  th rea t to  the illeg itim ate and inhum an plans and policies that favour a  handful o f vested 
interest. S ince  then, the  peacefu l ag ita tors from  the valley have had to face  he ll-the brutal 

can ing  and o th e r form s o f force, fa lse legal accusations and arrests, cheating and o ther ill 
trea tm en t in  the  extravagant com paign aga inst the  m ovem ent, d isrespect and deception, 

insensitiv ity  and unexpected callousness even towards the ir right to  life and the ir figh t for the



AFTER THE DAM

T o d a y  3 0 0  o r m o re  p eo p le -m en  an d  w om en , young a n d  old from  th e  v illa g e s -a re  in ja il fo r 

n o  re a s o n  o f th e irs , but fo r having  ta k e n  to  the  m o st non v io len t w a y  o f p ro test w ith in  the  

b o u n d aries  o f th e ir ow n v illag e  ag a in s t the  d am  re la ted  su rvey  w o rk  u n d ertaken  w ith  the  help  

o f 1 0 0  a rm ed  p o licem en  arm ed  with slings, te a r  g as  shell an d  guns. T h e  rpost critical phase  

is a h e a d  o f  us, an d  th e  co m m itm en t o f o u r s a v e  o r drow n sq u ad s  to  h e  reso lve  "D O O B E N G E  

P E R  N A H IN  H A T E N G E "-'W ill d row n  but not m o ve ’-w ill b e  put to  test in th e  n ex t fe w  m onths.

B ut th e y  a re  n o t a lo n e . S im ila r struggles a re  on in th e  o th e r v a lleys  and hills, T eh ri and  

S u v a m a re k h a  in Ind ia, K edung O m bo in In d o n es ia , B ulbino in Brazil.

It is a t  th is  m o m e n t th at th e  s trugg le  is being reco g n ized  as  sym bolic  guid ing fo rc e  in the  

te rm s  o f th e  p e rs p e c tiv e  p ropounded  and  th e  p eo p le 's  p o w er exp ressed . W e  a c c e p t th e  'R ight 

L ive lihood  a w a rd ' w ith  a ll hum ility a t  o u r co m m an d  a s  a n  express ion  o f so lidarity  a n d  support 

to  th e  c a u s e . W e  a c c e p t this prestig ious honour w ith  a  fee lin g  o f u n p reced en ted  responsibility  

to  p ropound just th e  su s ta in ab le  d eve lo p m en t through a  w orldw id e  m ovem ent.

T h e  N a rm a d a  B a c h a o  A ndo lan  to d a y  w ould earn es tly  req u est th e  w orld  com m unity  to 

a c k n o w le d g e  th e  fa c t tha t S a rd a r S aro var (S S P ) an d  such pro ject a re  un just a n d  unjustifiable  

h u m an  an d  en v iro n m en ta l d evastation . T h e y  a re  c la im ed  to  h a v e  b e e n  ap p ra is e d  b u t th a t is 

w ith in  a  fa u lty  fra m e w o rk  o f costs  a n d  benefits  (like  a  G N P  w ith o u t a  m e a s u re  o f environm enta l 

d e g rad a tio n ), an d  exerc ise  o f m an ip u la ted  d a ta -g en era tio n  an d  d istorted va lu atio n s . T h ey  

s w a llo w  la rg e  ch u n ks  o f  o u r m illen n ia  old cap ita l-land , fo res t, w a te r, cu ltural a n d  a rc h a e o lo g i

cal s ites  a n d  m onum ents; an d  d rain  financia l resources giving so m e  g reen in g  a n d  glow ing  

b en efits  b u t fo r a  m uch  sh o rter period th an  exp ected . T h e y  can n o t b e  bu ilt u n less  th e  peop le  

in th e  v a lleys  a re  c h a te d  b y  enforcing unjust m odern  law s an d  un less th e ir  v a lie n t s tru g g les  for 

righ t to  life  a re  crushed.

S a rd a r S a ro v a r, th e  fo cu s  o f opposition, is th e  la rg es t o u t o f 3 0  m a jo r irrigation  a n d  hydro  

p o w er p ro jects , w ith  3 1 6 5  o th e r d am s  proposed to  b e  build in the  V a lle y  o f N a rm a d a .



T h e  en v iro n m en ta l im p act ass e s s m e n t a lw ays  w a s  fu rth e r a w a y  from  th e  id e a l. T h e  fast 

s ilted  reserv io rs  an d  w a te rlo g g ed  co m m an d  a re a s  o f o th e r d am s  in In d ia  s tan d  tes tim o n y  to  

th e  u n a v o id a b le  fu tu re  o f S S P  if pushed  a h e a d  a t this cost, u n ivestig ated  and

ill-p lan n ed . A t w h o s e  cost.......A n d  fo r w h o se  benefit.

B ut th e s e  a re  just a  fe w  g lim p ses  o f th e  untold truth  behind th e  “d re a m  o f life line" which  

th e  co m m o n  p eo p le  a re  m ad e  to  b e lieve  in. A n d  so th e  pro ject g o e s  o n .... E v e n  w h en  the  

sanction  u n d e r th e  law  o f o u r land  a re  w ithdraw n by the  offic ia l authority. W h e n  In d ep en d en t 

R e v ie w  in itia ted  by th e  W orld  B a n k  is on, W h e n  th e  p eo p le  in th e  V a lle y  a re  n o t re a d y  to  m ove  

o u t e v e n  if to  d ie  ...It  is still n o t to o  late . T h e  w orld  o f co m m o n s-if not th e  h o u ses  and  

p arliam en ts , th e  m in isters an d  c o n fe ren ces -h ave  no cho ice  b u t to  ta k e  a  p au se , listen an d  act.

T h e re  is n o  o th e r w a y  b u t to  re d e fin e  “m odernity" and  th e  g o a ls  o f d e v e lo p m e n t, n o t to  

n arro w  it to  “environm ent" b u t to  w id en  it to  a  susta inab le , eq u itab le  a n d  ju s t so c ie ty  b ased  on 

h arm on iou s  an d  n on -exp lo ita tive  re la tionsh ip  b e tw e e n  h u m an  being to  hum an being.

N o n -v io len t opposition  to  th e  uncivilized traditions o f big d am s  and  m e g a  pro jects  like  

N a rm a d a , w ith  o u r so ils  co n verted  into w eap o n s , re a d y  to  d e fen d  o u r w a y  o f life , e v e n  if our 

b o d ies  a re  flushed  out, c an  b e  o u r h u m b le  a ttem p t not just to  s a v e  th e  V a lle y  b u t hum ankind .

PALLAVl

The Dunkel Proposal _  Operation Salvage.

T h e  D unkel proposals will increase the prices of essential drugs by ten  times", stated M r. C hidam baram , 
Union C om m erce M inister, recently. Perhaps th a t w as  just a  tip o f the ice-berg which has becom e a  major 

th rea t to the sovereignty o f India.

T h e  G en era l A greem ent on T rad e and Tariffs (G A TT) T rade  R elated Intellectual Property Rights 
(T R IP S ) and  T ra d e  R ela ted  Investm ent M easures (T R IM S ) and  Dunkel proposals are th e  deadly traps into 

w hich  Third  W orld  countries like Ind ia a re  forcibly led to. "These discussions and  term s and conditions are 
not at a ll in th e  interest of our nation, th e  proposals should be rejected and  Ind ia should not sign it" said the 

m em oran dam  signed unanim ously by more than 2 5 0  m em bers o f the Parliam ent who jo ined hands together 

cutting across a ll party lines. T h is  explains th e  gravity of the m atter.

T h e  issues ow es its origin to  a  process which started long back. Even though colonies w e re  abandoned  

by w estern  rulers, th e  process of econom ic exploitation (the purpose for w hich th e  w estern rulers 

established colonies) continued.

Through a  system atic strategy nam ed neo-colonization, third world countries w e re  exp lo ited. T h is  had  

directly led to econom ic destabilization m aking m ost of these resource-rich countries fa ll into the dangerous  

w e b  o f debt trap .

T h is  process is fu rther pushed ah e a d , to squeeze  w hatever little resource has b een  left ou t by the  

greedy su per pow ers. T h e  G A TT , T R IP S , IM P , W orld Bank are ‘ivory castles’ w hich  function fo r this 

purpose. W h a t e ls e  does th e  anti-people policies and program m es directed by th ese  agencies  dem on

strate?

A frica  and  Latin A m erica  a re  exam ples, w here Irving beings a re  reduced to  skeletons and  rich forests 

to  deserts. It is  th e  result o f th e  ‘m uch publicized’ and 'well p lanned’ developm ent process.

Should we allow this to continue? How much risk can w e afford to take? Only a  political solution- 
an operation w ith firm  com m itm ent to the interests of our own people can im prove the  situation.

- Dr. Unnikrishnan p.v.


